This article explores parents' and carers' experiences of accessing quality long day care in northern regional Australia. The data was gathered in 2009, after the collapse of ABC Developmental Learning Centres (herein referred to as ABC Learning) and before the implementation of the National Quality
Introduction

Research background
Accessing quality long day care in the large regional cities of northern Australia requires parents and carers to negotiate a unique and particularly complex childcare landscape. A 2007 study focusing on the experiences of Townsville women found the regional context, with its associated high levels of growth and mobility, isolation from family support, and at that time a rapidly expanding corporate childcare sector, further diminished these women's opportunities to choose quality long day care services (Harris, 2008) . The recent global economic downturn and the collapse of a large corporate childcare provider may further complicate regional parents' and carers' access to quality child care.
The Townsville 2007 research focused on 20 women's experiences of choosing quality long day care in a childcare landscape that privileged forprofit child care. The research presented in this paper replicated the Townsville study and increased its scope by focusing on the experiences of male and female parents and carers (49 in total) in three additional large northern Australian regional cities: Darwin, Cairns and Mackay.
Child care policy: Issues and context
The goals of this follow-up research were also informed by the aims and objectives of an international network of non-government organisations and scholars whose establishment was supported by the Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth (ARACY), the Academy of the Social Sciences of Australia, the British Academy and the Social Policy Research Centre at UNSW. The network aimed to encourage research across Australia relevant to childhood education and care policy (Brennan, 2008b) . The network argues that the 'impact of neo-liberal economics has opened up early childhood services to the private for-profit and global corporate sector in a way which is profoundly changing early childhood policy and provision ' (p. 19) . The network has also noted 'the extent to which governments can
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Long Day Care in Northern Regional Australia 5 achieve social and educational objectives via market based child care is a question that is yet to be answered ' (p. 19 Australia was ranked 23rd out of 25 countries. Countries were ranked according to 10 'minimum standards for protecting the rights of children in their most vulnerable and formative years' (Adamson, 2008, p. 2) . Australia met only two of these minimum standards and only one of the three childcare quality benchmarks. Julia Gillard, the then education minister, said the UN was 'rightly critical of the policy settings of the former government where effectively the market was allowed to rip ' (2009, p. 2) .
There is no doubt that the Howard Government, and the Hawke and Keating governments before it, encouraged the 'market rules' approach to child care (Brennan, 1998; 2008a; Sumsion, 2006) , believing that a market drivensector, responsive to parental demand, would ensure accessible, affordable, high-quality long day care services. However, the women who participated in our original Townsville study thought linking parental demand and quality was flawed, as such a link assumed that there would be a range of quality options to choose from. This was not their experience. Further, the women claimed the government used the 'market' as a mechanism, under the guise of consumer choice, for supporting the unaccountable growth of the corporate sector and to avoid funding community-based childcare services (Harris, 2008) . The women's material experiences may not be uncommon in the contemporary neo-liberal policy environment where 'there has been a retreat from state welfare provision to privatised services and a shift from interventionist economic management to free market principles' (Baker, 2008, p. 53) . In this environment, rational choice is valorised as both an expression of individual freedom and a mechanism that will deliver innovative and Hearing Parents and Carers' Voices: Experiences of Accessing Quality Long Day Care in Northern Regional Australia 6 responsive services, free from the restraints of government. The Rudd Labor Government began to express concern with the dominance of neo-liberal ideology, calling for balance between the market and the state. Kevin Rudd derided the 'triumph of neo-liberalism-that particular brand of free-market fundamentalism, extreme capitalism and excessive greed which became the economic orthodoxy of our time ' (2009, p. 1) .
Until recently it seemed that market-based childcare provision was 'pervasive and uncontested' (Sumsion, 2006, p. 102) . However, the change from a 
Research aims
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The purpose of this research, therefore, is to contribute to the ongoing policy dialogue about early childhood education. More specifically, the aim of the study was to qualitatively explore, from the perspective of parents and carers who are searching for/using long day care, the impact of the rapidly changing childcare sector on their opportunities to access quality child care. The regional context of parents' and carers' experiences was emphasised. This paper will present data from 49 qualitative in-depth interviews with parents ' (p. 04.14) . Its economy largely relies on the service and recreation industries, with high labour force participation rates and below average levels of disadvantage (Baum et al., 2005) . All cities have a higher than average number of children aged birth-14 years and a lower median age when compared to the median age of all Australians; and high levels of residential mobility (ABS, 2006) . 
Capturing the voices of parents and carers
As with the Townsville study (Harris, 2008) , this research project relied on a qualitative methodology informed by a feminist perspective. The study focused on the experiences of parents and carers in large regional cities with populations greater than 50,000, in northern Australia. A qualitative semistructured, in-depth interview was chosen as the data-gathering technique (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992) . Forty-nine parents and carers were interviewed  * accessing quality child care in a large regional city  criteria used for selecting care  ideal vision of childcare quality  exploring the link between the 'market', childcare choice, and quality  views on the current childcare landscape.
As in the Townsville study, no questions directly focused on the corporate childcare sector. The interviews were analysed using the grounded theory techniques of coding and theme development (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) .
Ethics approval for this study was received from the James Cook University Human Ethics Sub-Committee.
All but one of the respondents who participated in this study were women.
Four women were Indigenous and one non-Indigenous woman identified her child as Indigenous. The respondents had an average of 1.5 children in child care, the children's ages ranging from four months to 13 years. Most women were using part-time child care and had been using care for more than two years. Most respondents had partners. Respondents were using communitybased child care; small independently owned centres and corporate childcare centres. Seventy-five per cent of parents in Darwin were using community- The data is presented according to these themes and we have selected data that best exemplifies respondents' experiences (Evans and Gruba, 2004) .
Beggars can't be choosers-accessing long day care in a large regional city
The majority of parents and carers (84%) indicated, regardless of the city where they lived, that locating child care was a challenging experience.
Parents reported there was 'not a whole lot of choice' (Darwin parent). 
In the end I was in a position
I didn't really know what was happening because they were closing down (her ABC centre) … so it was the uncertainty of having to start here and then having to leave, but as it turned out they have had the continuity in operating the centre (Darwin parent).
In 2009 these respondents' experiences occurred in a context of heightened public anxiety about the viability of their local childcare services. The Cairns Post reported: 'Parents still fear their children will be locked out of battling Far North ABC Learning centres despite a new plan to give children a secure placement' (Chamberlin, 2008 The majority of parents and carers (63%) in all cities reported that, if they were able to locate a long day care place of reasonable quality, it was a matter of luck or good fortune: 'I was lucky I did not have problems' (Darwin parent).
It was a fluke … I got my name down at a lot of centres and found the waiting list was usually six, 12 or even 18 months at that time, and then they opened a brand new centre. So it was really lucky that I got in there before it was even built … I got my name on the list and I was one of the first in the door, so it was really lucky (Cairns parent).
I have been lucky I think, in the sense that I did get a place for Billy and that was probably-they said that a few people had left because of the uncertainty of the ABC … (Darwin parent).
These parents' and carers' experiences may not be unique. In 2005 The National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling (NATSEM) reported that 241 (39.5%) mothers (with children younger than 15 years) participating in the HILDA survey had persistent problems with child care and that, of these mothers, 27.6 per cent and 29.5 per cent, in Waves 2 and 3 of the data respectively, reported difficulty in locating good-quality care (McNamara, reasons for using/not using formal child care in metropolitan, regional and rural locations, found that 'a small number spoke about not being able to find care of adequate quality that they were willing to use. This was especially the case for mothers in regional areas who spoke about a lack of choice of services' (p. 14).
Boyd, Thorpe and Taylor (2010) discuss the connection between quality of care and women's decisions to return to work, noting that mothers were less likely to participate in the workforce if they perceived care options to be of poor quality. The majority (73%) of respondents in this study also reported, as with the Townsville 2007 study, a lack of access to extended family support.
This lack of additional support meant that parents and carers were less able to choose an alternative to formal care, even when they experienced the quality of the service as less than ideal: '… you don't have family around you and so a lot of people only have formal day care as a choice …' (Darwin parent).
Looking for happiness-the experience of long day care quality
This sense of compromise was also evident when parents and carers discussed the quality of care their children were currently receiving.
Respondents were asked to describe their ideal quality environment and then the quality of their current childcare arrangement. When describing their ideal childcare quality, respondents emphasised good relationships between staff, children and parents; children's wellbeing; and sensitivity to the unique needs of families. This is an emphasis on process rather than structural quality (Ishimine & Wilson, 2009 ) and is consistent with findings from research undertaken by Weaven and Grace (2010) , where parents tended 'to associate quality with observable childcare experiences-such as child interactions with staff and peers' (p. 59).
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Parents' and carers' understanding of quality often existed within a discourse that assumes that parental and extended family care are always preferable and, consequently, formal child care is always second-best: 'Such negativity frequently frames child care as a poorer quality of care …' (Boyd et al., 2010, p. 5) . A Mackay parent's comment captures this common dilemma: '… it would be a centre run by me and everybody be me, because ultimately noone can look after your child the way you can'. Respondents' preference for informal care was consistent with findings from the Townsville study where their ambivalence about using formal care underscored the importance of finding a quality long day care environment: 'Child care is a deeply emotional and difficult thing because you are actually looking for someone to replace you …' (Harris, 2008, p. 45) .
When respondents were asked if their current childcare arrangement matched their ideal vision of care, most indicated that it either did match their ideal (31%) or somewhat matched their ideal (39%). It is also worth noting that 36 per cent of respondents had had to change their childcare provider to find a service they were happy with. Parents and carers using community-based care, particularly in Darwin (75%), were more likely to report they were satisfied with the quality of care for their children:
The first child care centre, I was very happy with it. They had some Governments have linked childcare quality to an expanded childcare marketthat quality will be driven up by market forces. As with the Townsville study (Harris, 2008) , all parents saw as problematic the reliance on the market mechanism to ensure a range of quality childcare options: 
A sign of the times-the regional child care landscape
In 2009 parents and carers negotiated a childcare landscape that was the result of policies linked to specific political agendas: 'a combination of conservative family values together with neo-liberal market strategy' (Brennan, 2007, p. 32) . This policy environment created a childcare landscape that shaped parents' and carers' assumptions about/expectations of services, as well as how they made sense of their childcare experiences.
The following comments provide valuable insight into the nature of these assumptions, expectations and experiences.
Respondents were asked to comment on this current child care landscape: This altered landscape led this group of parents and carers to have an experience of child care that seems to be a long way from the 1970s' feminist vision of services grounded in the needs of individual communities-a strong communal childcare movement (Curthoys, 1976) 
You know having a new teacher every couple of months-used to bug me a bit but now I just accept it. I think it is just how it is. Nothing you can do about it (Mackay parent).
Although the majority of respondents expressed dissatisfaction with the forprofit model of childcare provision: 'I find it disgusting that there is for-profit child care or, you know, for-profit social services' (Darwin parent), parents and carers also noted that services were provided on the basis that they would be profitable: '… you can only have so many staff and still run a profitable centre and I understand that …' (Darwin parent), and not on the basis of community 
Conclusion-ask the community what they want
These experiences are profoundly moving and incredibly concerning.
Although there were parents and carers who were satisfied or somewhat satisfied with their current childcare arrangements, many were not. For those who were satisfied, their journey to adequate care had been difficult. Quality child care was by no means guaranteed, and parents readily attributed positive childcare experiences to 'luck'. Many knew other parents who had not been so 'lucky'. Scarcity of reliable care also meant that parents felt that external forces-such as corporate provider bankruptcy, the impact of the global economic downturn, and the boom-and-bust cycles of their local community-threatened the stability of their care arrangements. This sense of vulnerability is consistent with Marta Santos Pais' (in Adamson, 2008) assertion that current Australian childcare policy settings mean that the long day care sector is vulnerable to an unpredictable economic environment.
As with the 2007 Townsville study, parents and carers saw the market as a poor provider of quality childcare options. In reality, their experiences were of a lack of choice and childcare quality driven down by the requirements of a profit-driven sector, particularly in Cairns and Mackay.
In Cairns and Mackay, where there were few community-based childcare options, there was also a significant lack of knowledge about the potential variety of long day care options, pointing to the importance of local government involvement in community-based childcare provision. Further, for all respondents, regional location and its associated lack of access to extended family support, impacted on parents' and carers' ability to withdraw from formal child care if the quality of that care did not meet their expectations.
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Perhaps this study's most powerful finding is the snapshot it provides of the 2009 Australian regional childcare landscape, and what this meant for parents and carers whose experiences were anchored in that landscape. It seems that many respondents reluctantly, and somewhat fatalistically, assumed and expected the following:
 that finding quality child care will be difficult and complicated  the quality of care will be less than ideal  where you live affects your access to quality care
 accessing a quality childcare environment is a matter of luck  that child care will be culturally inappropriate  that child care is a business that prioritises profits  there is a lack of information about childcare options such as community-based and for-profit services  there is a lack of clarity about who is monitoring quality; after all, anyone can open a childcare centre  flexible responsive services will not be provided unless they make money.
So, for the majority of respondents in this study, their experiences were of an 
